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Abstract
This paper describes a program which was developed for women refugees living in The Netherlands geared at stimulating 
entrepreneurial behaviour and acquiring skills and knowledge necessary to develop their ideas further and start their own 
business. The program worked with principles of a learner-centred approach taking into account factors which are important for 
adult learning and teaching entrepreneurship. The paper explores which conditions need to be met to teach entrepreneurship to
adults. It illustrates that 3 factors need to be taken into consideration: competencies, pedagogical approach and environment. 
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1. Introduction
Why is innovation and entrepreneurship education so important in the realm of national economies? Innovation 
holds the key to the continuity and growth of companies (e.g. Hage, 1999), whilst entrepreneurship holds the key to 
economic growth within a country. It is therefore obvious that national governments are spending a lot of money and 
paying attention to the stimulation of entrepreneurial and innovative behaviour. While entrepreneurship has to do 
with the capacity of usually the entrepreneur to see opportunities and transform them in an interesting proposition, 
innovation refers to the act of materializing that opportunity in a change of some sort: this can be a product, a 
service, an organizational change or a new process. Innovation thus refers to the ability of a company to renew itself, 
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adapt to changing circumstances and in that process alter its procedures and structures to create a dynamic 
environment in which to work. Without innovation a company reverts to inertia and will eventually not be able to
survive. 
Given the importance of both phenomena, a lot of effort is geared towards implementing entrepreneurship and 
innovation as topics in formal and informal education programs. The objective is to stimulate students to start up 
their own business and develop knowledge and competencies about how to do that. In the Netherlands there are 
several initiatives that purposefully try to embed entrepreneurship as a subject within a diversity of professions 
varying from industrial management to behavioural science and business students. Despite all these efforts the 
number of students that decide to follow a career as an entrepreneur is low compared to other countries, especially to 
the United States. This partly has to do with national culture aspects like a risk avoiding attitude and uncertainty 
avoidance, which does not accept failure easily. And it is well-known that many endeavours of entrepreneurs end up 
in failure before finally becoming a success. In this paper we explore what the impact is of a student-learning 
approach as opposed to an instruction-based approach, in stimulating entrepreneurial behaviour and creating the 
conditions to start-up a business. It is a case study carried out in the last quarter of 2014 with a group of women 
refugees, who followed a tailor-made program. The aim was to support them in their attempts to start or grow their 
business. The results show that for this specific group of adults the combination of a learner-centred approach 
together with principles for adult learning and teaching entrepreneurship works well, though it needs to be fine-tuned 
more closely to this vulnerable group that suffers from trauma, a loss of self-esteem and difficulty to regain control 
over their lives.
1.1. The dynamics of learning
The issue whether being innovative and entrepreneurial can be taught is highly relevant given its economic 
importance. There are those that contend that being an entrepreneur is more a talent or an innate aspect rather than a 
competency that can be acquired and learned. In our view entrepreneurship can certainly be taught, but it depends 
largely on the pedagogical approach and the context wherein teaching and learning takes place. It is a competency 
than can be acquired. Competencies in this context refer to a combination of skills, knowledge and attitude (Kessels, 
1999), Iandoli and Zollo (2006) define competencies as the capability of an entrepreneur to acquire resources, 
control the internal/external relationship, integrate these resources with an action plan aimed at achieving specific 
objectives and implementing a consistent monitoring of a chaotic and complex set of very different processes. So the 
problem-solving capability of an entrepreneur is important attribute to achieve objectives. This is an important 
starting point in the definition of competencies students are expected to develop. 
In order to explain our point of view we have to elaborate on two important aspects related to the development of 
these competencies, namely: what does one need to learn, how can - what one needs to know - best be taught and 
learned, and to what extent is the environment and pedagogical approach supportive for learning. So besides 
knowledge, their problem-solving skills and an attitude conducive to change seem to be important. In the next 
paragraphs we dwell on these issues. We start with definitions of learning and an explanation of learning paradigms, 
since they form the context wherein students have to operate. These two are closely connected as is made clear in 
the following paragraphs. 
Educational institutions play a major role in the development of early entrepreneurial competencies which later 
become manifest in the form of entrepreneurial activity. Research indicates that educational institutions as well as 
the members of the faculty involved in entrepreneurial activity play an important role in developing entrepreneurial 
spirit among students through innovative programs and a research oriented culture (Kuratko, 2005; Honig, 2004; 
Carrier, 2005; Linan & Chen, 2009; Krueger, Reilly & Carsrud, 2000; Lüthje & Franke, 2003, Souitaris, Zerbinati & 
Al-Laham, 2007).
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Therefore, one of the first steps towards competency-based education in the entrepreneurship field is the 
identification of relevant entrepreneurial competencies as they can predict business formation and success within 
and across cultures (Mansfield, McClelland, Spencer, and Santiago, 1987). They sustain that the identification of 
relevant entrepreneurial competencies should provide insight into the field of entrepreneurship, and such 
competencies might predict business formation and success within and across cultures. 
1.2. Action-based versus a learner-centered  pedagogical approaches
Mwasalwiba (2010) states that in theory most scholars agree that actionϋbased pedagogical approaches are the 
most suitable for entrepreneurial education, but in practice the most widespread pedagogical approaches are 
theoretical, traditional and passive ̢ lectures, business plan creation, guest speakers and class discussions. The 
reasons for this are primarily cost, culture, lack of methods and lack of incentives (Mwasalwiba, 2010, Ardalan, 
2008). This has led to a situation where most genuinely entrepreneurial initiatives at higher education institutions are 
extracurricular, leaving most students out of the entrepreneurial loop completely. Some scholars even suggest that 
“most educational programs are nothing but temporary fashion” (Lautenschläger and Haase, 2011, p.147).
The solution many leading scholars alongside international entities such as EU and World Economic Forum 
argue for is a paradigm shift in education from traditional to entrepreneurial approaches (Binks et al., 2006, Hynes 
and Richardson, 2007, Wilson, 2008, European_Commission, 2010, Gibb, 2002, Kyrö, 2005, Moroz et al., 2010, 
European_Commission, 2006, Volkmann et al., 2009). Many scholars argue for the value of action-based 
entrepreneurship education programs compared to traditional theory and lecture based teaching (Mwasalwiba, 2010) 
when preparing students for entrepreneurship. Honig (2004) proposes an experiential learning based model for 
educating within entrepreneurship, stating that programs that provide real-world experience have proven to be 
successful in enhancing entrepreneurial intentions. 
Rasmussen and Sørheim (2006) illustrate that action-based entrepreneurship educations adds understanding about 
business opportunity and context, and can contribute to increasing individuals acting entrepreneurially, both as 
entrepreneurs, and as complementing team-members. Neck and Greene (2011) argue for the need for a new 
entrepreneurship education approach based on action and practice, illustrating this with a quote from Plaschka and 
Welsh (1990, p. 66): “As the criticisms of business education show, current analytical-functional quantitative, 
toolsoriented, theoretical, left-side of the brain, overspecialized, compartmentalized, approaches are not adequate to 
begin solving ill-defined, unstructured, ambiguous, complex multidisciplinary, holistic, real world problems”.
The teacher-centered approach is primarily concerned with the transmission of knowledge. According to 
McDonald (2002) the work of teachers and lecturers depends upon the abilities, skills and efforts of their students. 
“Student achievement is at the forefront of teacher-centered curriculum, but teachers are driven to meet 
accountability standards and often sacrifice the needs of the students to ensure exposure to the standards”. Teachers 
in a teacher-centered environment focus more on content than on student processing.
Essential in a learner-centered approach is that the diversity of learning characteristics of all learners are taken 
into account with specific emphasis on low-performing learners. According to McCombs (1997) the focus in a 
learner-centered approach is on individual learners' experiences, perspectives, backgrounds, talents, interests, 
capacities, and needs. She defines learner-centered, from a research-based perspective, as a foundation for clarifying 
what is needed to create positive learning contexts to increase the likelihood that more students will experience 
success. To create an effective learning situation, McCombs says that three conditions need to be met:
x The learning environment should facilitate the exploration of meaning. Learners must feel safe and accepted, 
and they must understand the risks and rewards of seeking knowledge and understanding. The environment 
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must create a setting wherein involvement, interaction and socialization is combined with a business-like 
approach to accomplishing a certain task. 
x Learners must be given frequent opportunities to confront new information and experiences in their search for 
meaning and understanding. Those opportunities should not be provided in a passive receptive form by merely 
giving information
x New meaning and understanding should be acquired through a process of personal discovery. These methods 
should be tuned to the individual and adapted to the learner’s own style, and pace of learning.
1.3. An education program in entrepreneurship
Both entrepreneurship and innovation start at the individual level. Tidd (2005) points out that this process starts 
with scanning the environment and searching for opportunities which might be translated in an interesting 
proposition. Once a company starts to grow the role of the entrepreneur changes. Whereas in the start-up phase, the 
invention – the phase creation - and innovation process – the phase of commercializing the idea - are emphasized, in 
a later stage the managerial competencies of the entrepreneur grow in importance. In developing an educational 
program it is important to take these processes into account and be aware of:
x the different stages an innovation goes through
x the different roles required in the innovation process
x the importance of being entrepreneurial and innovative simultaneously. 
From a research perspective the main questions we sought to find an answer for, were: which competencies do 
we need to teach students to be successful, how can we best teach them and how can we create a setting in which 
students learn to become entrepreneurial and innovative. In summary we are interested in individual competencies 
for innovative and entrepreneurial behaviour, the pedagogical approach and the environment we should create to get 
the most out of students. 
To explore some of the assumptions described above, we reviewed a program that was carried out in the last 
quarter of 2014. The program consisted of 6 separate modules of 4 hours over a period of half a year. The 
target/group was a group of refugee women who had an idea to start/up their own business, but needed to acquire 
the necessary knowledge, skills and an attitude to do so.
We were inspired by the conceptual framework of entrepreneurial learning that Rae (2005) has to assist sense-
making for students in entrepreneurial education: 
x Personal and social emergence
x Contextual learning 
x The negotiated enterprise 
The following topics were part of the program: 
x Assertiveness and working from your circle of influence (Harkema & Beijer, 2012)
x Entrepreneurial behavior and Personal branding: how do I position myself in the market
x Learning from a successful entrepreneur
x An entrepreneurship Game
x Creativity 
x Preparing a pitch 
x As an outcome of the program, women had to prepare a pitch that they presented to a jury of 4 people – all 
successful entrepreneurs. 
The women had been living in The Netherlands for a long time and most of them had an education at vocational 
level. We worked with a group of 6 women. As a guiding principle we used the framework of McCombs (1997) 
who states that: the learning environment should facilitate the exploration of meaning. Learners must feel safe and 
accepted, and they must understand the risks and rewards of seeking knowledge and understanding. The 
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environment must create a setting wherein involvement, interaction and socialization is combined with a business-
like approach to accomplishing a certain task. Learners must be given frequent opportunities to confront new 
information and experiences in their search for meaning and understanding. Those opportunities should not be 
provided in a passive receptive form by merely giving information. New meaning and understanding should be 
acquired through a process of personal discovery. 
The reason to start with the first topic was that we wanted to make it very clear to the participants that the success 
of the program depended on their ability to take control of their learning trajectory. They had to indicate what they 
needed to set the steps they wanted to, in relation to their idea or their existing venture. Working from the circle of 
influence is a method in which you ask yourself three questions: How much influence do I have? How much time do 
I spend on it? How much positive energy does it give to me? If all the answers to the questions are negative, one 
should not spend any energy on it. We wanted them to understand the risks and rewards of learning in this way and 
especially that they were the ones to choose and decide in that respect. 
The next topic focused on entrepreneurial behavior instead of models or processes, because it was aimed at 
emphasizing the importance of the role of the entrepreneur in setting the pace at which an organization develops and 
the decisions that need to be taken in that respect. It has to do with individual leadership and taking control. The 
reason to work with a role model was similar. Participants could relate to her and also ask more personal questions 
to understand what the reasoning behind entrepreneurial decisions is. By confronting participants with a successful 
entrepreneur he learners were given the opportunity to confront new information and experiences in their search for 
meaning and understanding.
The Entrepreneurship Game was meant to confront the participants with the financial part of Entrepreneurship. 
By doing it in the form of a game, also a competitive element was involved. In the Game the participants had to take 
decisions about buying supplies, selling to a retailer and investing in their business. A Game allows practicing with 
the knowledge that participants had gained and encourages a process of personal discovery.  
Creativity as a topic was meant to also make the students aware and conscious that starting a business is not 
enough – one must think ahead and already start planning for new ideas and innovations. The women were taught 
about the life cycle of a business and they were confronted with the fact that merely having a good idea does not 
suffice. They were challenged to explore their own creativity through techniques like the 6 thinking hats of De Bono 
(2008).
Finally the last topic was to teach women how to prepare a pitch. That was done in 2 sessions, because it 
appeared to be very difficult to do so. So we practiced with the women and gave them feedback on their 
performance before actually pitching for the jury.
1.4. Results and Conclusions
In this program we addressed an important question: Is a learner-centred approach appropriate to teach 
Entrepreneurship to adults? Our assumption is that it has to do with three important factors: development of 
entrepreneurial competencies, an pedagogical approach and the environment. 
As far as the competencies are concerned Mitchelmore and Rowley (2010) have defined a kind of long “laundry 
list” of key competencies grouped in four categories: 
(1) entrepreneurial competencies; 
(2) business and management competencies; 
(3) human relations competencies; 
(4) conceptual and relationship competencies.
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In addition, Mitchelmore & Rowley (2010) mention that Baum (1994) created a list of nine entrepreneurship 
competencies based on the work of others, namely knowledge, cognitive ability, self-management, administration, 
human resource, decision-making skills, leadership, opportunity recognition and opportunity development. 
Reviewing the program, we can draw the conclusion that in defining the topics and developing the approach, 
these competencies were certainly taken into account. What however also needed to be taken into account is that we 
were working with a group of adult learners. 
We had to take into account that: 
x Adult learning is selective. Adults will learn what is meaningful for them. They are “not very inclined to learn 
something they are not interested in, or in which they cannot see the meaning and importance” (Rubenson, 2011, 
p. 49).
x Adult learning is self-directed. Adults take responsibility for their own learning. Malcolm Knowles defined self-
directed learning as “a process by which people identify their learning needs, set goals, choose how to learn, 
gather materials, and evaluate their progress” (Rubenson, 2011, p. 53). 
x Many adult learners have been away from formal schooling for many years, and may have had negative 
experiences with school. These adult learners may be reentering schooling with anxiety and low self-esteem 
(Rubenson, 2011, p. 53). 
x Conversely, adult learners also bring years of previous knowledge and experience to the classroom, as well as an 
established system of values and beliefs governing their thought (Jarvis, 2004, p. 144). They expect to be treated 
as adults. 
x Adults often have a problem-centered approach to learning, and are interested in content that has a direct 
application to their lives. They want to see immediately how the course content is relevant to their current 
problems or situations (Rochester Institute of Technology).
The most important barrier in this respect had to do with the target-group we worked with: refugees. Their 
personal history is marked by the events that led them to seek refuge, which has a big impact on their self-esteem. 
Refugees often have gone through a very long period of waiting and being passive, which has a great impact on their 
life and their ability to regain control over it. This posed a big barrier in the learning process, which affected the 
extent to which they could acquire some of the above mentioned competencies. Their trauma inhibits their learning 
process in this respect. On the other hand their willingness and motivation to learn is enormous. A more intensive 
program which is tailored specifically at this vulnerable group seems appropriate. 
As to the pedagogical approach, Mwasalwiba (2010) state that in theory most scholars agree that actionϋbased 
pedagogical approaches are the most suitable for entrepreneurial education, but in practice the most widespread 
pedagogical approaches are theoretical, traditional and passive – lectures, business plan creation, guest speakers and 
class discussions. 
To guide educators, Fayolle and Gailly (2008) have proposed a teaching framework for entrepreneurial education 
consisting of five questions to be answered in this order:
x Why, or objectives and goals connected to learning needs in society; 
x For whom, or characteristics of the intended audience in terms of previous knowledge, experience and attitudes; 
x For which result, or how to evaluate and assess the learners; 
x What, or contents in terms of professional, spiritual and theoretical dimensions; 
x How, or methods and pedagogies.
Additionally important in our approach was that we had conditions suited for adults. Keillor and Littlefield 
(2012) have developed the following list of best practices for “promoting an adult’s readiness to learn.” 
x Create a safe, welcoming learning environment 
x Create a culture of empathy, respect, approachability, authenticity 
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x Collaborate on the diagnosis of learning needs 
x Collaborate on developing learning objectives and in instructional planning 
x Ensure the practicality of all learning activities
In our program it appeared that the conditions for adult learning are by far as important as the approach. Creating 
a sense of safety is crucial in teaching this specific target-group. Teaching namely also has to do with making your 
own shortcomings visible and your lack of knowledge and skills. For refugees to do so, it is imperative that a safe 
space is created in which they feel that they are valued and respected. One of the things that also proofs to work in 
this respect is to define a Code of Conduct at the outset of the program in which some of the values described in the 
list (empathy, respect) are clearly defined as being a guiding principle in the program. Despite this fact the 
pedagogical approach should be fine-tuned more closely to the specific needs of refugees. In this respect we also 
need to take the different levels of learning into account. Especially double-loop-learning requires that learners are 
able to reflect on their own mental models and thinking and choose to adapt it on the basis of the experiences they 
go through. For people with a trauma this is a very difficult process.
Finally as far as the environment is concerned, the most important factor for this specific group is: safety. In 
addition it should also be a space for experimenting and exploring, reason why we chose our teaching location was a 
Youth Theatre where rooms were spacious and encouraged interaction and a dialogue.
References 
Ardalan, K. (2008). The philosophical foundation of the lecture-versus-case controversy: Its implications for course goals, objectives, and 
contents. International Journal of Social Economics, 35, 15-34.
Argyris, C., &  Schön, D.A., (1978) Organizational learning: a theory of action perspective. Reading MA: Addison Wesley.
Baum, J.R. (1994). "The Relationship of Traits, Competencies, Motivation, Strategy and Structure to Venture Growth" (PhD dissertation, 
University of Maryland).
Binks, M., Starkey, K. & Mahon, C. L. (2006). Entrepreneurship education and the business school. Technology Analysis & Strategic 
Management, 18, 1-18.
Carrier, C. (2005). Pedagogical challenges in entrepreneurship education. In P. Kyrö & C. Carrier (Eds.), The dynamics of learning 
entrepreneurship in a cross-cultural university context (pp. 136–158). Hämmeenlinna University of Tampere
De Bono, E. (2008) Six Thinking Hats, Penguin Group.
European_Commission. (2006). Entrepreneurship education in Europe: Fostering entrepreneurial mindsets through education and learning. 
European_Commission. (2010). Towards greater cooperation and coherence in entrepreneurship education. Brussels: DG Enterprise and Industry.
Fayolle, A. & Gailly, B. (2008). From craft to science - Teaching models and learning processes in entrepreneurship education. Journal of 
European Industrial Training, 32, 569-593. 
Gibb, A. (2002). In pursuit of a new `enterprise' and `entrepreneurship' paradigm for learning: creative destruction, new values, new ways of
doing things and new combinations of knowledge. International Journal of Management Reviews, 4, 233-269.
Hage, J.T., (1999) “Organisational innovation and organisational change”, Annual Review Sociology, Vol 25(7): 597-622.
Harkema S. and Beijer C. (2012), Wisdom is like a baobab tree: no individual can embrace it Working and Learning together towards 
empowerment of female refugees, No 2012/18, Working Papers, Maastricht School of Management.
Honig, B. (2004). Entrepreneurship education: Toward a model of contingency-based business planning. Academy of Management Learning and 
Education, 3(3), 258–273.
Hynes, B. & Richardson, I. (2007). Entrepreneurship education - A mechanism for engaging and exchanging with the small business sector. 
Education + Training, 49, 732-744.
Iandoli, L., Capaldo, G., & Zollo, G. (2006). A situationalist perspective to competency management. Human Resource Management, 45(3),
429–448.
Jarvis. P. (2004). Adult Education and Lifelong Learning: Theory and Practice, 3rd ed. London: Falmer Press. Retrieved from: 
http://site.ebrary.com/lib/oculryerson/docDetail.action?docID=10093530&p00
Keillor, C. & Littlefield, J. (2012). Engaging Adult Learners with Technology. Library Technology Conference: Macalester College. Retrieved 
from: http://digitalcommons.macalester.edu/libtech_conf/2012/sessions/43/
Kessels, J.W.M. (1999). A relational approach to curriculum design. In: Van den Akker, J.J.H., Branch, R., Gustafson, K., Nieveen, N. & Plomp, 
Tj. (Eds.) Design and development methodology in education (pp. 59-70). Dordrecht: Kluwer Academic Publishers. ISBN 0-7923- 6139-3.
Krueger, N.F., Reilly, M.D., & Carsrud, A.L., (2000). Competing models of entrepreneurial intentions. Journal of Business Venturing 15, 411–
432.
Kuratko, D.F. (2005). The emergence of entrepreneurship education: Development, trends, and challenges. Entrepreneurship Theory and 
Practice, 29(5), 577–597.
220   Saskia Harkema and Florentin Popescu /  Procedia - Social and Behavioral Sciences  209 ( 2015 )  213 – 220 
Kyrö, P. (2005). Entrepreneurial learning in a cross-cultural context challenges previous learning paradigms. In: Kyrö, P. & Carrier, C. (eds.) The 
Dynamics of Learning Entrepreneurship in a Cross-Cultural University Context. Hämeenlinna: University of Tampere.
Lautenschläger, A. & Haase, H. (2011) . The myth of entrepreneurship education: seven arguments against teaching business creation at 
universities. Journal of Entrepreneurship Education, 14, 147-161.
Linan, F., & Chen, Y. W. (2009). Development and Cross-Cultural application of a specific instrument to measure entrepreneurial intentions. 
Entrepreneurship Theory and Practice, 33(3), 593-617.
Lüthje, C., & Franke, N., (2003). The making of an entrepreneur: testing a model of entrepreneurial intent among engineering students at MIT. 
R&D Management 33 (2), 135–147
Mansfield, R. S., McClelland, D.C., Spencer, L. M., and Santiago, J. (1987). The identification and assessment of competencies and other 
personal characteristics of entrepreneurs in developing countries, Final Report: Project No. 936-5314, Entrepreneurship and Small 
Enterprise Development, Contract No. DAN-5314-C-00-3065-00. Washington, DC: United States Agency for International Development.
McCombs, B. L. (1997). Self-assessment and reflection: Tools for promoting teacher changes toward learner-centered practices. NASSP Bulletin, 
81(587), 1–14.
McDonald, Joseph P. (2002). Teachers studying student work: why and how? in Phi Delta Kappa, October 2002
Mitchelmore, S., and Rowley, J. (2010), ‘Entrepreneurial competencies: a literature review and development agenda’, International Journal of 
Entrepreneurial Behaviour and Research, Vol.16, No.2, pp. 92-111. 
Moroz, P. W., Hindle, K. & Anderson, R. (2010). Collaboration with entrepreneurship education programmes: building spinout capacity at 
universities. International journal of innovation and learning, 7, 245-273.
Mwasalwiba, E. S. (2010). Entrepreneurship education: a review of its objectives, teaching methods, and impact indicators. Education + Training, 
52 20-47.
Neck, H. M. & Greene, P. G. (2011). Entrepreneurship Education: Known Worlds and New Frontiers. Journal of Small Business Management, 
49, 55-70.
Plaschka, G. R. & Welsch, H. P. (1990). Emerging Structures in Entrepreneurship Education: Curricular Designs and Strategies. 
Entrepreneurship: Theory & Practice, 14, 55-71.
Rae, D. (2005). Entrepreneurial learning: a narrative-based conceptual model. Journal of Small Business and Enterprise Development, 12.
Rasmussen, E. A. & Sorheim, R. (2006). Action-based entrepreneurship education. Technovation, 26, 185-194.
Rubenson, K. (2011). Adult Learning and Education. Saint Louis, Mo.: Academic Press. Retrieved 
from:http://site.ebrary.com/lib/oculryerson/docDetail.action?docID=10440525&p00 
Souitaris, V., Zerbinati, S., Al-Laham, A. (2007). Do entrepreneurship programmes raise entrepreneurial intention of science and engineering 
students? The effect of learning, inspiration and resources. Journal of Business Venturing 22, 566–591.
Tidd, J., Bessant, J. and Pavitt, K. (2005). Managing Innovation: Integrating technological, market and organizational change, Third edition, 
Wiley.
Volkmann, C., Wilson, K. E., Mariotti, S., Rabuzzi, D., Vyakarnam, S. & Sepulveda, A. (2009). Educating the Next Wave of Entrepreneurs -
Unlocking entrepreneurial capabilities to meet the global challenges of the 21st Century. Geneva: World Economic Forum.
Wilson, K. (2008). Entrepreneurship education in Europe. Entrepreneurship and Higher Education.
